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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
The Social History of Women and Widows 
Out of the union of man and woman in wedlock arises one of the 
oldest and most significant of the social institutions — the family. 
The importance of the family as a basic social unit and the role of 
the family in determining the character and structure of society are 
recognized by all students of sociology. The familial institution 
in its stabilized form represents a social group whose members consti¬ 
tute a unity of interacting personalities. It is the dual function of 
this social group to provide a milieu in which human nature may be de¬ 
veloped and in which many of the impulses of human nature may be 
realized. In its unstable form the family undergoes disintegration 
and disorganization. 
Maclver has described the family as an intense embodiment of 
all social organizations, capable of endless variation yet maintaining 
a remarkable continuity and persistence through change. It is in many 
respects unlike any other association, having besides those already sug¬ 
gested, many distinctive features. Individual members within the 
family also show distinctive characteristics. Each has a particular 
role which varies according to the particular stage in which the family 
finds itself. These stages are marked by certain external signs. Here 
2 
again Maclver has clearly defined and distinguished, so far as the 
normal family is concerned, four stages — the formative prenuptial 
stage, the nuptial stage before the arrival of offspring, the stage 
of child rearing, and the stage in which, the children no longer re¬ 
quiring parental care, the biological functions of the parents having 
been fulfilled, the husband and wife are again dependent upon each 
other for companionship.^ It is true of course that all families 
do not pass through all these stages, nor is the length of time for 
each period constant. 
The significant points are in the actual functions taking place 
within the family group. The increasing intimacy of man and woman, 
the growing knowledge of revealed personalities springing from sex 
attraction marks the first preparatory stage. The second stage is 
characterized by the beginning of the family proper, satisfaction of 
sex, initiating, as partners, new attitudes toward society. The third 
stage links the partners together by a vital link of their own child¬ 
ren which brings new interests and responsibilities. The fourth stage, 
perhaps the most cherished of all, comes with the liberation of the 
partners from these responsibilities, so that again the partners are 
free to live and partake all of the fruits of understanding and compan¬ 
ionship developed over the years, without the heavier tasks of child- 
2 
bearing and child rearing. 
The significance and relationship of the above study to that of 
widowhood is obvious. The break-up of a family through the death of 
^R. M. Maclver. Society. ( New York, 1937), pp. 188-189. 
2Ibid., p. 200. 
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husband or wife immediately cuts short the third and fourth familial 
stage, or completely eliminates either or both. 
In the majority of cases the first step in the premature dis¬ 
solution of the family is occasioned by the death of the husband. 
When death rides out a member of a family, instability, disorganiza¬ 
tion, and inadequacy become so apparent that what was a normal situa¬ 
tion is suddenly forced into a picture of serious social pathology. 
It is with the rise of civilized, urban, impersonal society, 
when tribal solidarity is gone, and persons are alone in the midst of 
crowds, that the plight of the widowed becomes a social problem. Such 
a crisis, resultant from the disruption of functional unity and af¬ 
fectionate interaction, in primitive times was a problem which first 
the mores, then the folkways had to solve. There was ample precedent 
in the social heritage of the group, the group culture which included 
stereotype mores, rituals, and attitudes which dealt with such crises 
satisfactorily. In present day atomic society, however, the increas¬ 
ing elasticity of group habits and institutions tends to create on the 
one hand greater difficulties of adjustment and social integration, 
and on the other a wider range of opportunities for personally satis¬ 
fying the needs of the bereaved individual. 
Because the burden of the widowed is not the same for both sexes, 
because there are more than twice the number of widows at each age 
level than the number of widowers, because the transition from wife to 
widow is usually a more involved process, as I shall show later, than 
the change from husband to widowed, furthermore, because of the more 
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serious effects of widows on society, the major concern of this thesis 
will be with the incidence of widows in the United States and the re¬ 
sultant social problems. I shall, however, consider the general 
problems of widowers as a basis for comparing the extent of widows, 
showing how both conditions déviate from the norm in a dynamic society. 
The Attitude of Western Civilization toward Women 
Women shared in the universal insecurity and cultural and 
economic poverty that followed the collapse of ancient civilizations. 
Under the patriarchal feudal economy the position of women, both in 
custom and in law, was degraded. Canon law institutionalized male 
dominance, reflecting the influence of the strongly patriarchal family 
law of the Old Testament and of Germanic law. The Reformation liberal¬ 
ized the canonical view of marriage and divorce (which held marriage to 
be a sacrament and therefore not dissoluble) but because of its justi¬ 
fication of the prerogatives of the husband as the absolute head of 
the family and its rigid view of sexual morality, it did not modify es- 
1 
sentially woman's position in society. 
The lot of the woman has always been hard. Everywhere 
and at all times she has been looked upon as weak, wicked, 
and fickle. In matriarchal society she was subservient to 
her brothers; in the patriarchal family she was the slave 
of her husband. The Chinese pictogram for "woman" means 
equally "evil" and "gloom."2 
^Bernhard J. Stern. "Women, Position in Society." Encvclopae- 
dia of the Social Sciences, Volume XIV: 445. 1935 ed. 
^Ralph E. Turner, America in Civilization (New York, 1925), 
p. 115 
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In Egypt, to be as "unhappy as a woman" was the worst affliction. 
In golden Greece women were maltreated. Cato, the Roman senator, ad¬ 
vised that they be kept in proper servility, while Marcus Aurelius, 
the great stoic emperor, held that they were fickle and guided by weak 
desires. The Middle Ages looked upon woman as the source of evil; 
yet the Virgin Mary was a religious symbol of mighty power in exhibit¬ 
ing the virtues of motherhood, while feudal chivalry extolled the graces 
of the aristocratic lady. But worship and chivalry alike failed to 
release woman from her harsh condemnation. By all the law of the ages 
she has been counted inferior to men. The Mosaic law left her at the 
mercy of her husband, and the English common law declared her to be 
his property. As late as 1663 an English judge upheld the right of 
her husband to inflict corporal punishment upon his wife. Less than 
a generation ago wife-beating was not uncommon. Religion, likewise, 
bound her to a slavish position. Christianity exhorted the husband to 
be gentle but commanded the wife's obedience. 
Woman, nevertheless, has had a great part in building civiliza¬ 
tion. She founded the first home. She is said to have domesticated 
the animals and cultivated the plants. She invented the first tools, 
cooked the first food, and made the first garments. She created the 
arts of peace. She has been the keeper of virtues and the guardian of 
morals. Man usually has been as woman would allow him to be. If man 
did the work of immediate necessity to the race, woman in her prolonged 
and less arduous labor made it permanent, selecting those achievements 
which best serve the purposes of life. Indeed, it has been said she 
6 
domesticated man, for she always kept some control over him, refining 
his violence and drawing out his finer qualities. The convention 
and habit of life, for women became so crystallized that man in his 
nomadic, brutal, blundering way forgot even the most important role 
that woman must of necessity perform. The role of motherhood, con¬ 
tinuing the race of man, must be forever woman’s burden or pleasure. 
One can read the Malthusian essay from cover to cover without 
encountering a passage which indicates that Maithus ever thought that 
women have anything to do with population. Much the same blindness 
persists. It is a fault of population theory that it is man-made. 
This also puts a black mark against traditional optimistic attitudes, 
and against commercialistic and mecantilistic population policies 
from Frederick the Great down to our own time. Such attitudes and such 
policies never count the vital cost of a high birth-rate — the cost 
to the women of the race. 
All societies prescribe different attitudes and activities to 
men and to women. Most of them try to rationalize these prescriptions 
in terms of the physiological difference between the sexes or their dif¬ 
ferent roles in reproduction. However, a comparative study of the 
statutes ascribed to women and to men in different cultures seems to 
show that while such factors may have served as a starting point for 
the development of a division the actual prescriptions are almost en¬ 
tirely determined by culture. 
The social and economic position of women is fundamental in de¬ 
termining their status as a group in society generally and, in particu¬ 
lar, their place in marital relationships. 
7 
A brief glance backward into the responses of uncivilized so¬ 
ciety, when women were property to be used as the owner saw fit, or 
when women, particularly widows, had no rational place in society, 
will clarify and give reason for the societal lag still existent 
among widows in society. The records of such responses from primi¬ 
tive times are, in general, fragmentary. However, it is of particular 
interest to list, in brief, some of the behavior patterns which ac¬ 
company the period of bereavement, because it is through the inter¬ 
pretation and understanding of these earlier culture patterns that we 
may gradually break down the distance which exists in our culture be¬ 
tween the bereaved and the never-bereaved, which is now supported not 
only by convention, stereotype, and taboo, but also by the general 
tendency to repress the disagreeable in our own past or prospective 
experience. 
1. The Status of Widows 
Among some savages it is common for a woman, especially if mar¬ 
ried to a man of importance, to commit suicide on the death of her hus¬ 
band, or to demand to be buried with him. Many Brazilian Indians 
killed themselves on the graves of their chiefs.^ Where men are sup¬ 
posed to require wives not only during life but after death, it was 
praiseworthy, or even a duty, for a widow to accompany her husband to 
the land of souls. According to Fijian beliefs, the woman who at the 
funeral of her husband met death with the greatest devotedness would be- 
- 
Edward Westermarck, The Origin and Development of the Moral 
Ideas. (Second Edition) Vol. II (London, 1917), p. 235. 
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come the favorite wife in the abode of spirits, whereas a widow who 
did not permit herself to be killed was considered an adulteress.^ 
Among the Central African Bairo, those women who refrained from destroy¬ 
ing themselves over their husband's graves were regarded as outcasts. 
On the Gold Coast, a man of low rank who has married one of the king's 
sisters is expected to make away with himself when his wife dies, or 
upon the death of an only male child; ani "should he outrage native 
custom and neglect to do so, a hint is conveyed to him that he will be 
2 
put to death, which usually produces the desired effect." In the 
Congo region, and throughout practically all of Africa, wives were 
sacrificed at the death of men. Today, the Polynesian widows are not 
killed, but they are obliged to mutilate themselves by making gashes 
3 
on the face and body. 
In the fourteenth century, the funeral sacrifice of men was 
abolished even for emperors and members of the imperial family, but it 
has assumed a modified shape under which it still maintains itself in 
China.^ Sutteeism of widows and brides still meets with the same ap¬ 
proval as ever, and many a woman is no doubt prevailed upon, or even 
compelled by her own relatives, to become a suttee. 
In North America, notwithstanding the coldness with which the 
squaws are treated they "are remarkable for their care of and attachment 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid.. p. 235. 
^Lillian Eichler, The Customs of Mankind (Garden City, 1924), p. 
586. 
Westermarck, op. cit.. Volume I, p. 473. 
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to the men, continually watching over them with utmost solicitude 
and anxiety." Chippewa widows are truly inconsolable and pine with 
grief over the loss of their husbands. Aleut women often commit sui¬ 
cide on that account. Fijian women, who are among the most brutally 
1 
treated, insist upon being killed on the graves of their husbands. 
It is highly probable that the widespread custom of "suttee" was 
originally voluntary. 
In India it was customary until recently for the widow to sacri¬ 
fice herself upon her deceased husband's pyre. Now, the widow shaves 
her head, gives away her jewels and valuables, retires from social 
life, and spends the rest of her life performing menial duties for the 
family of her dead husband. An example of the unpleasant use made of 
widows is noted in one of the rather outmoded customs of Russia. It 
was the belief that if a plough was dragged by four widows, at night 
with all firelight extinguished, around Russian villages these encircled 
3 
areas would then be free from epidemics. The early Christian era de¬ 
manded that widows become martyrs to the faith and as a result of their 
good character they were permitted to assist the officers of the church 
4 
in aiding the sick, the poor, and the orphaned. Evidence of this 
exclusion from social life and this tie-up with the old savage customs 
Robert Briffault, The Mothers (New York, 1927), p. 133. 
2Lillian Eichler, OP. clt.. p. 501. 
3 
J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough (London, 1935), Volume IX, p. 172. 
4 
Willystine Goodsell, A History of the Family as a Social and Edu¬ 
cation Institution (New York, 1923), p. 162. 
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of warning against mingling with those who have been present at death 
is seen today. The latest edition of Etiquette suggests the full 
year of mourning and retirement from social activities. Even the 
badge of dull black clothing is the conventional and accepted show of 
proper respect for the deceased. In extreme cases attempted escape 
has assumed the form of suicide.^ 
2. Remarriage 
As is well known, the ancient Hebrews regarded the obligation 
to marry a deceased brother's widow as fulfilling the purpose of "rais- 
2 
ing seed" unto him, or of "building up the brother's house." The same 
interpretation is given by several other peoples, both savage and cul¬ 
tured . There is in reality no fundamental difference between that 
conception of the usage and the economic view which regards the woman 
as a permanent collective acquisition of the husband's group. 
The pagan emperors of Rome encouraged all marriage, but 
the Christian emperors of the fourth century took up the ascet¬ 
ic tendency. About 300 the doctrine was, "every second mar¬ 
riage is essentially adultery." Augustine, in his tract on 
"Continence," uttered strong and sound doctrine about self- 
control and discipline of character. In the tract on the 
"Benefit of Marriage" he defended marriage, and put forth the 
most extravagant and contradictory assertions about virginity. 
Augustine's formula is: "Marriage and continence are two 
goods, of which the second is better." Although this state¬ 
ment is very satisfactory rhetorically, it carries no conclu¬ 
sion as to the rational sense of regulation of the sex passion, 
of tha Amar- 
p. 186 
Robert Briffault, op. clt.. p. 777. 
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or as to the limit within which regulation is benefic¬ 
ial  In a tract on "Widowhood" he repudiated the ex¬ 
treme doctrine about second and subsequent marriages, but 
he exhorted widows to continence  "At a period of 
early, although uncertain, date the rule became firmly 
and irrevocably established, that no digamus, or husband 
of a second wife, was admissible to Holy Orders; and al¬ 
though there is no reason for supposing that marriage after 
taking orders was prohibited to a bachelor, it was strict¬ 
ly forbidden to a widower." So it came about that, in as 
much as marriage was, in any case, only a concession and a 
compromise, and in so far a departure from strict rectitude, 
a second marriage was regarded with disfavor, and any sub¬ 
sequent ones were regarded with reprobation which increased 
in a high progression. This has remained the view of the 
Eastern church, in which a fourth marriage is unlawful. 
The Western Church has not kept the early view, and set no 
limit to remarriage, but orthodox and popular mores have 
frowned upon it after the second, or at most, the third. 
In Arabia, before the time of Mohammed, widows were forced 
into seclusion and misery for a year, and they became a 
class of forlorn, almost vagabond dependents. 
Among so-called Aryan peoples, the ancient custom which or¬ 
dained sacrifice of widows survived in the prohibitions issued against 
their marrying a second time. Even now the bare mention of a second 
marriage for a Hindu woman would be considered the greatest of insults, 
and, if she married again, "she would be hunted out of society, and 
no decent person would venture at any time to have the slightest in- 
2 
tercourse with her." It is still regarded by the Southern Sons of 
Greece and Rome as an insult to the deceased husband if his widow re¬ 
marries. Nor is it in China considered proper for a woman to contract 
a second marriage after her husband’s death, and a lady of rank, by so 
doing, exposes hereelf to penalty of eighty blows. "As a faithful 
minister does not serve two lord3, neither may a faithful woman marry 
^William Graham Sumner, Folkways (New York, 1906), pp. 390-391. 
2 
Edward Westermarck, The Origin and Development of the Moral 
Ideas. Second Edition (London, 1917), Volume II, p. 450. 
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a second husband" — this is to the Chinese a principle of life, 
a maxim generally received as gospel.^ 
In general, in ancient times if a widow did not commit suicide 
or become an outcast around whom an atmosphere tainted with death 
hovered, she fell heir to laborious tasks of the clan and was duly ex¬ 
ploited. Mongol widows could find no second husbands because they 
would have to serve their first husbands in the next world. The young¬ 
er son inherited the household and was bound to provide for his father's 
widows. He could take to wife any of them except his own mother, and 
he did so because he was willing that they should go to his father in 
2 
the next world. In the laws of Hammurabi the widow was secured a 
share in her husband's property and protected against the selfishness 
of her sons. If she gave up to her sons what she received from her 
husband, she could keep what her father gave her and could marry again. 
In later Chaldea annuities were provided for widows by payments to 
temples.^ 
In the Middle Ages popular reprobation was manifested 
by celebrations which were always grotesque and noisy, and 
sometimes licentious. They were called charivaris. They 
were enacted in case of the remarriage of widows and some¬ 
times in the case of widowers. They were said to have been 
a very ancient custom. This might mean that opposition to 
second marriages was due to Manichaean doctrines, which 
widely held in that religion. The customs of popular repro¬ 
bation were, however, very widespread, and nowadays amongst 
us the neighbors sometimes express in this way their dis¬ 
approval of any sex relations which are in any way not in 
1Ibiâ. 
Sî. G. Sumner, op. cit.. p. 392. 
3 
Ibid., p. 388. 
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accord with the mores. In the Salic law it was provid¬ 
ed that any woman who married a second time must do so 
at night. The other laws of the barbarian nations con¬ 
tain evidence of disapproval. Innocent III ruled, in 
1213, that a man did not incur the ecclesiastical dis¬ 
abilities of second marriage, "no matter how many concu¬ 
bines he might have had, either at one time or in suc¬ 
cession. The mediaeval customs of Northern France are 
indifferent to second marriages. The ancient German cus¬ 
toms approved of the self-immolation of a widow at her 
husband's death, but did not require it. The remarriage 
of widows was not approved and the widows did not desire 
it. This was a consequence of the ancient German notion 
of marriage, according to which a wife merged her life 
in that of her husband for time and for eternity. The 
usage, however, was softened gradually. The widow got 
more independence, and more authority over her children 
and property, over the marriage of her daughters, and 
mourning. 
In England, in the eleventh century, a widow's dower 
could not be taken to pay her husband's taxes, although 
the exchequer showed little pity for anybody else. The 
reason given is that "it is the price of her virginity." 
The later law also exempted a wife's dower from confisca¬ 
tion in the case of any criminal or traitor. In the seven¬ 
teenth century, in France, "a period in which, perhaps, 
people supported widowhood less willingly than in any other, 
"the actual usages departed from the acknowledged standards 
of right and propriety. The same was true in a greater 
or less degree elsewhere in Europe, and the widowed probably 
destroyed prejudice against remarriage by their persistency 
and courage in violating it. In the American colonies it 
was by no means rare for a widow to marry again in six or 
even in three months. 
Perhaps, with the exception of the late Middle Ages and modern 
times, the dictum of the mores was such that life, if permitted for 
the widow after the death of her husband, was unbearable. The antag¬ 
onism with regard to remarriage of the widow was universal with, perhaps, 
one exception. In primitive life there was a custom called Levirate, 
by which the brother or nearest male relative of a man inherited his 
wife. She was like any other possession, and upon her husband's death 
^W. G. Stunner, op. cit.. p. 393 
H 
she went to his brother or heir. Also, and somewhat related to 
the system of levirate is the primitive custom of group marriage. 
In such instances, when a death occurs the surviving widow or widow¬ 
er is expected to remarry within his or her own family. A father 
who had no son might contract his daughter in marriage to some man 
with the express stipulation that the first male child of the union 
be given to him as his son. This custom was most widespread in 
Athenian Greece. "If an Athenian Greek died leaving a son and 
daughter, the son as the sole heir must provide a dowry for his sister 
and arrange for her marriage if the deceased left only a daughter, 
his nearest male relative must marry the girl even if he divorced a 
wife to do so. By such drastic measures the Athenians prevented the 
1 
alienation or dismemberment of family property." 
3. Status Isolation 
The feeling that mourners are unlucky and therefore such per¬ 
sons should be excluded from ordinary society because the ghost of the 
departed still hovers near persists even among some groups today. 
Among ancient Arabs a widow was expected to live secluded in a small 
tent for a year after her husband's death; then a bird or a sheep was 
brought to her, she made the creature touch her person, and let it go. 
It was believed that in this manner the taint of death was dismissed 
and the widow was again clean. Dr. Melville Herskovits, in some of 
his recent travels in South America,noted such practices. There some 
J. G. Frazer, op* çit., Vol. IX, p. 35 
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groups removed the taint of death from themselves by going into a 
building via one entrance and leaving via another. These practices, 
he believed, were survivals of African customs. 
Until modern times the behavior patterns of bereavement have 
been so ingrained into the mores that little thought or resistance 
was given concerning them. In simple cultures grief was more or less 
sincerely standardized and the rituals which, of necessity, must be 
carried out by the survivor through what might be considered a form 
of conscious and contagious imitation were strictly adhered to. 
In primitive times and lands a widow usually was one who had 
not changed her clan in marriage or in name. She had therefore two 
means of securing support, even though she might not seek self-support. 
Her husband's brothers were all eligible husbands for her, because 
they belonged to the same clan with him and not to her clan; and among 
many very uncultured tribes it was the law for a bachelor or widower 
to propose to the childless widow of his elder brother or cousin. 
Should no such person exist, she might marry whom she pleased out of 
her clan or in a clan prescribed for her clan. As a final resort, she 
might go back among her own clan, which would support her as one of its 
members, or, at the very worst, perform for her the clan funeral rite."*- 
4. Contemporary Widows 
After the discovery and settlement of America, many of the 
heritages of the old world were initiated and maintained. An exception 
^Otis Tifton Mason, Woman's Share in Primitive Culture. (New 
York, 1927), p. 330. 
16 
with regard to widowers and widows was noted particularly in connec¬ 
tion with the matter of remarriage. In the case of the decease of 
husband or wife, remarriage was prompt. The first marriage in 
Plymouth colony was that of Edward Winslow, who had been a widower 
only seven weeks, to Susanna White, who had been a widow not twelve 
weeks. The case was exceptional but in the new land there was no 
place for ceremonial mourning in such a case. It was fitting that 
Winslow should be at the head of a household and that the White child¬ 
ren should have a father, especially as their mother was taken up with 
the care of an infant. Widows were at a premium in colonial days. 
This fact, together with the preponderance of males; the rigid discip¬ 
line which declared it proper for a man to be married, and if he had 
no wife he must, somehow, find one; and the principle reason which was 
economic, made for complete abandonment of prolonged mourning periods 
and bereavement rituals. 
Very early in the history of Massachusetts laws were enacted pro¬ 
viding for the protection of widows and orphans. In New York women 
were active shop-keepers, merchants, ship-owners, and Indian traders. 
Yet with such unusual freedom attempts were made to restrain wives, by 
2 
wills ordering forfeiture of property in case of remarriage. In near¬ 
ly all cases wills were more favorable to children than to wives. An¬ 
other strange feature established in New York, which can perhaps be 
traced back to the Dutch law of inheritance, was that a widow's own 
^Arthur W. Calhoun, A Social History of the American Family from 
Colonial Times to the Present. Volume I (Cleveland, 1917), p. 69. 
2 
Ibid., p. 77. 
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property was liable for her husband's debts. Here, of course, is 
noted the old idea of considering the wife as a form of chattel. 
By the year 1690 Pennsylvania had established a law which pro¬ 
vided that a widow could not marry until a year after her husband's 
1 
death. In the Southern colonies the old English law of primogeni¬ 
ture was given febirth. It bequeathed property from the father to 
the oldest son. The widow was granted one-third of the land and a 
dower house which she occupied when the heir came of age or married 
and took possession of the mansion. By 1739, however, the law had 
been revised so as to allow the widow to enjoy, if there were children, 
a moiety of the property during her life, and if not children, all of 
ation of America the attempt at freedom of the individual, even women 
and widows. If, however, the history is followed further it may be 
surmised that this freedom was accidental because, as has been mention¬ 
ed above, when time and conditions became less strained and hurried 
recapitulatory methods and processes were initiated, in an effort to 
take away the new found freedom of women in the new world, so that 
here again the taboos and ritualistic inheritances of the ages, with 
regard to the "widow's place," grew roots. 
3 
it. 
Thus, it is possible to discern in the beginning of the form¬ 
CHAPTER II 
INCIDENCE OF WIDOWHOOD IN THE UNITED STATES 
Of the entire population of the United States in June, 1890, 
very nearly three-fifths, or 59.29 per cent, were single; a little 
more than one-third, or 35.66 per cent were married; not quite one- 
twentieth, or 4.74 per cent were widowed; while but one-fifth of one 
percent were divorced. 
TABLE I 
CONJUGAL CONDITION OF THE UNITED STATES POPULATION 
BY SEX, 1890 
Conjugal 
Condition 
Aggregate Males Females 
Number Per Cent Number Per Cent Number Per Cent 
United States 62,622,250 100.00 32,067,880 100.00 30,554,370 100.00 
Single 37,129,564 59.29 19,945,576 62.20 17,183,988 56.24 
Married 22,331,424 35.66 11,205,228 34,94 11,126,196 36.41 
Widowed 2,970,052 4.74 815,437 2.54 2,154,615 7.05 
Divorced 120,996 0.20 49,101 0.15 71,895 0.24 
Unknown 70,214 0.11 52,538 0.17 17,676 0.06 
* 
Compendium of the Eleventh Census: 1890. Part III, p. 115. 
However, in considering the statistics of conjugal condition as applied 
to the whole population, it should be remembered that children as well as 
adults are included. For that reason there is a very much larger propor¬ 
tion of single persons among the population than of married, widowed, or 
divorced persons. Of the 32,067,880 males in the country, 62.20 per cent 
were single, 34.94 per cent were married, 2.54 per cent were widowed, and 
0.15 per cent were divorced. Of the 30,554,370 females in the country, 
18 
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56.24 per cent were single, being considerably less than that of the 
males, and 36.41 per cent were married, being somewhat larger than 
that of married males.'*’ 
Widowed females constituted 7.05 per cent of the total num¬ 
ber of females, or nearly three times the percentage of widowed males, 
and divorced women 0.24 per cent, or considerably more than the percent¬ 
age of divorced males. These percentages have been interpreted by many 
to indicate that widowed and divorced men have remarried to a greater 
extent than widowed and divorced women. The number and percentage of 
each class in the aggregate and by sex are shown by the following table: 
TABLE 2 
CONJUGAL CONDITION OF THE POPULATION 















Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 
Single 61.71 55.82 62.68 56.74 79.77 73.74 37.18 27.51 65.73 59.31 
Married 35.43 37.07 34.51 36.32 19.23 23.73 57.57 58.40 31.55 31.72 
Widowed 2.56 6.84 2.48 6.64 0.89 2.37 4.81 13.79 2.46 8.55 
Divorced 0.15 0.23 0.17 0.26 0.08 0.14 0.1$ 0.21 0.14 0.29 
Unknown 0.15 0.04 0.16 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.25 0.09 0.12 0.13 
Compendium of the Eleventh Census: 1890. Part III, p. 116. 
The white population comprises three distinct nationality classes 
whose conjugal relations differ widely. Of the native white of native 
^This fact is explainable in that there was a much higher ratio of 
males per 100 females as shown numerically later. 
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parentage the percentages were as follows: single 59.76; married, 
35.40; widowed 4.52, and divorced, 0.22, while among the native white 
of foreign parentage the percentages were: single 76.77, married 21.47, 
widowed 1.63, and divorced 0.11. The proportion of single persons 
among the native white of foreign parentage was very much larger than 
among the native white of native parentage, while conversely the pro¬ 
portion of married, widowed, and divorced persons was much smaller. The 
result is due to the fact that a large proportion of white persons of 
native birth but foreign parentage consisted of children. The foreign 
white element shows the following percentages: single, 32.76; married, 
57.95; widowed, 8.91, and divorced, 0.20. The reason for the great 
disproportion between married and single of the foreign white element 
suggests itself at once. It is that our immigrants were largely of 
mature age and that a considerable proportion of them was married. Of 
the Negro element, the percentages were as follows: single, 62.51; mar¬ 
ried, 31.64; widowed, 5.51, and divorced, 0.21. 
Contrasting the white with the Negro race (Table III) it is seen, 
in the first place, that the Negro males and females married earlier than 
whites, and that a greater proportion of that population was married. 
The proportion of widowed was also greater among Negroes. At as early 
an age range as 15-19 years of age the per cent of widowed females was 
five times that of widowed males. This will also show relationship to 
the high death rate among Negroes in general and Negro males in particular, 
as exhibited in Table XV. Contrasting the native white of native parent¬ 
age with the foreign white of foreign parentage, it is seen that the 
former class married earlier in life and that a much greater proportion 
21 
of them was married at all ages. In the latter class there was as 
a rule, a greater proportion of widowed than in the former class. 
TABIE 3 
PEAK MARRIED AND WIDOWED POPULATION 
CLASSIFIED BY SEX, GENERAL NATIVITY, COLOR AND AGE PERIODS: 1890 
General Nativ¬ 
ity, Color and 
Conjugal Con¬ 
dition 
15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-44 45 -54 55-64 65 & Over 

















































































































































































The statistics relating to white persons of foreign birth, 
when compared with those relating to the native whites of native parent¬ 
age, show that the latter married younger, and at most ages in great¬ 
er proportion than the foreign white. The proportion of widowed was 
also greater among the foreign white. 
The variation in the conjugal conditions of persons of adult 
age in the several divisions were due to differences in the composition 
of the population as well as to the uneven distribution of the sexes. 
In the Western divisions the males of adult age are largely in excess, 
constituting 63.25 per cent of all persons 20 years of age and over in 
that division. This excess is mainly among the native whites of 
native parentage and foreign white. The same conditions are noticed in 
the North Central division, the adult males exceeding the adult females 
in all cases, but not in the same proportions as in the Western divi¬ 
sion. (Table IV) 
Extent of Widowhood: 1940 
According to the 1940 Census, there were 98,687,194 persons in 
the United States fifteen years of age and over. Of the 49,355,632 
males included in this total, 2,145,552 were widowers (4.3 per cent) 
and of the 49,361,562 females, 5,700,092 were widows (11.5) per cent. 
See Table V 
TABLE 4 
CONJUGAL CONDITION OF PERSONS 20 YEARS OF AGE AND OVER 
CLASSIFIED BY SEX, GENERAL NATIVITY AND COLOR, BY GEOGRAPHIC DIVISIONS; 1890 
Sex, General Nativ- 
ity, Color and Con¬ 
jugal Condition 













Aggregate (a) 5,217,662 2,094,522 6,417,801 2,612,056 1,187,120 
Married 3,319,664 63.62 1,431,690 68.35 4,112,167 64.08 1,785,470 68.36 539,468 45.44 
Widowed 259,856 4.98 94,389 4.51 285,780 4.45 130,359 4.99 44,916 3.78 
Native White-Nat. Parents 
Married 66.85 68.21 66.02 68.61 50.01 
Widowed 5.45 4.17 4.54 4.59 4.41 
Native White-For. Parents 
Married 48.02 53.20 50.20 51.55 37.56 
Widowed 2.30 3.04 2.02 3.12 2.49 
Foreign White 
Married 67.29 67.50 68.65 65.15 46.76 
Widowed 5.65 7.05 5.50 6.59 3.13 
Persons of Negro Descent 
Married 57.15 70.48 59.75 71.05 35.37 
Widowed 5.26 4.90 6.33 5.75 4.01 
FEMALES 
Aggregate (a) 5,280,818 2,158,226 5,705,842 2,476,411 672,030 
Married 3,246,088 61.47 1,389,917 64.40 4,006,090 70.21 1,692,968 68.36 475,739 70.79 
Widowed 13.75 14.93 11.13 15.79 11.17 
Native White-Nat. Parents 
Married 63.63 64.63 71.21 70.23 73.45 
Widowed 14.05 13.46 11.15 13.76 10.75 
Native White-For. Parents 
Married 63.92 55.27 62.64 59.82 64.53 
Widowed 6.46 9.46 4.98 9.69 5.95 
Foreign White 
Married 62.59 62.93 73.86 66.01 70.76 
Widowed 17.11 22.56 14.60 23.53 14.55 
Persons of Negro Descent 
Married 54.74 65.19 62.61 66.37 59.37 
Widowed 19.56 17.16 !2tM. 19.33 .18. *£9 
K> 
■F- 
^Compendium of the Eleventh Census; 1890. Part III, p. 121. (a] 
civilized Indians. 
Includes Chinese, Japanese and 
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TABLE 5 
MARITAL STATUS OF THE POPULATION 15 YEARS OLD AND OVER 
1890 TO 1940, BY SEX 
Male Total Married Widowed 
Number Number Per Cent Number Per Cent 
1940 49,355,632 30,191,087 61.2 2,143,-552 4.3 
1930 43,881,021 26,327,109 60.0 2,025,036 4.6 
1920 36,920,663 21,849,266 59.2 1,758,308 4.8 
1910 32,425,805 18,092,600 55.8 1,471,390 4.5 
1900 25,620,399 13,955,650 54.5 1,177,976 4.6 
1890 20,777,872 11,205,205 53.9 815,437 3.9 
Female 
1940 49,361,562 30,087,135 61.0 5,700,092 11.5 
1930 42,837,149 26,170,756 61.1 4,734,207 11.1 
1920 35,177,515 21,318,933 60.6 3,917,625 11.1 
1910 30,047,325 17,684,687 58.9 3,176,228 10.6 
1900 24,249,191 13,810,057 57.0 2,717,715 11.2 
1890 19,602,178 11,124,785 56.8 2,154,589 11.0 
■* 
Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, Population.Volume 
IV, Part I, "Summary Characteristics by Age," Tablé, 5, p. 16. 
From Table VI, the first fact to stand out is that the death of 
the husband occasions the break-up of families more so than the death of 
the wife. Not only were there more than twice as many widows as widowers, 
but the ratio of widows to the total population at each age increased more 
rapidly with age than the corresponding ratios of widowers to the total 
male population. Another evidence of the greater frequency of the prior 
death of the husband is given in a tabulation which shows that of the 
4,464,920 broken families in the United States in 1940, 9.5 per cent were 
headed by a widow, and only 3.2 per cent by widowers. 
Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940 - Population and 
Housing: "Families, General Characteristics, Table 11, p. 30. 
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TABLE 6 
MARITAL STATUS OF THE POPULATION 15 YEARS OLD AND OVER, 
BY AGE AND SEX FOR THE UNITED STATES: 1890 AND 1940 
1890 
Total Per Cent 
Age. Male Female Male Female 
Married Widowed Married Widowed 
Total 20,777,872 19,602,178 53.9 3.9 56.8 11.0 
15-19 3,248,711 3,308,852 0.5 9.5 0.1 
20-24 3,104,893 3,091,782 18.9 0.2 46.7 1.2 
25-29 2,698,311 2,529,466 52.7 1.0 71.4 2.8 
30-34 2,425,664 2,152,966 71.3 1.8 79.8 4.5 
35-44 3,705,748 3,346,031 80.9 3.3 80.6 8.9 
45-54 2,627,024 2,430,878 84.3 6.0 73.9 18.4 
55-64 1,630,373 1,499,997 82.3 10.2 60.4 32.3 
65 and over 1,233,719 1,183,569 70.5 23.3 35.4 56.8 
1940 
Total 49,335,632 49,361,562 61.2 4.3 60.0 11.5 
15-19 6,180,153 6,153,370 1.7 11.6 0.1 
20-24 5,693,392 5,895,443 27.4 0.1 51.3 0.6 
25-29 5,450,662 5,645,976 62.7 0.4 74.1 1.3 
30-34 5,070,312 5,172,076 77.2 0.7 80.4 2.5 
35-39 4,745,659 4,799,718 81.6 1.3 81.5 4.6 
40-44 4,419,135 4,045,956 83.2 2.1 80.6 7.3 
45-49 4,209,269 3,504,096 83.6 3.2 78.3 10.7 
50-54 3,752,759 2,832,501 81.9 5.1 73.3 15.9 
55-59 3,011,364 2,330,524 79.9 7.4 67.2 22.4 
60-64 2,397,816 1,910,569 76.7 11.1 58.0 31.3 
65-69 1,896,088 1,298,565 71.9 16.2 46.5 43.1 
70-74 1,270,967 780,302 65.9 23.8 34.3 55.5 
75-79 723,680 415,380 56.1 33.3 23.0 67.3 
80-84 359,011 208,378 48.8 44.7 13.5 77.1 
^Sixteenth Census of the United States, Population and Housing: 
"Families, General Characteristics," Çable>ll, p. 30» 
Of the population of the United States 15 years old and over in 
1940, 4.3 per cent of the male population were widowed, whereas 11.5 
per cent of the female population was widowed. Compare this with 3.9 
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per cent of the male population of 1890 (same age status). There has 
been an increase of .4 per cent of the male population who were 
widowed in the last fifty years. The 11.5 per cent of the female 
widowed population shows an increase of .5 per cent widowed over the 
11.0 per cent of the female population of 1890. This increase is not 
expected in that there has been an increase of 7.3 of the number of 
males married in 1940 as compared with 1890. Also an increase of 4.2 
per cent is witnessed of the married female population. With an in¬ 
crease in marriage, one would expect a decrease in the widowed; es¬ 
pecially when it is recalled that the death rate in general has been 
lowered since 1890. (Table VII) However, if one takes into account 
the change in age distribution it will be seen that there are propor¬ 
tionately fewer young persons and a larger percentage of older persons. 
(Table VI) Since the widowed are more likely to be found among the old 
it could be that the increase in percentages of older persons since 1890 
accounts for the apparent increase in the widowed. 
TABLE 7 
* 
AVERAGE LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH 
Male Female 
White 1900-1901 48.23 51.08 
1939-1941 62.81 67.29 
Negro 1929-1931 47.55 49.51 
52.26 55.56 
Statistical Abstract of the United States. 1944-45. No. 86, p. 86. 
Note: Values for Negroes prior to 1929 are not included because of doubt 
as to the reliability of mortality statistics for Negroes in earlier 
periods. 
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Table VI also shows a steady increase in the number of 
widowers and widows both for 1890 and 1940. There is a slight in¬ 
crease in widows and widowers in the earlier years of life. This 
is not expected as it is in these years of life that the greatest in¬ 
crease in marriage has occurred. In middle life, however, for both 
men and women there has been a decrease in the rate of widowed. But 
in later life, after about 55 years there has been a diminishing in¬ 
crease in the percentage of widows to widowers. Also shown in this 
table is the fact previously mentioned that the percentage of widows ex¬ 
ceeds that of widowers at every age period from 20 to 65 years. 
In 1940 the per cent of the urban male widowed population was 
4.2 per cent, or 8.2 per cent less than 12.4 per cent of the widowed 
urban female population. There was a per cent increase of the female 
widowed rural-nonfarm of 7.0 per cent, there being 4.6 per cent of the 
men widowed as against 11.6 per cent of the female population. The 
widowed females of the rural farm showed the lowest per cent increase 
of the three groups. There were 8.8 per cent female widows which 
showed a per cent increase over the 4.5 per cent of the male widows of 
4.3 per cent. (Table IX) The per cent widowed in urban communities 
is not greater, however, at all age groups than the per cent widowed in 
rural communities. In the earlier years of the period of married life 
the per cent widowed is slightly greater in rural districts than in 
urban as seen in Table VIII. 
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TABLE 8 
PER CENT WIDOWED, BY SEX AND AGE: 1940, URBAN, RURAL FARM 
RURAL NON-FARM * 
Urban Rural Non-Farm Rural Farm 
Male Female Male Female Male Female 
TOTAL 4.6 12.4 4.6 11.6 4.5 8.8 
15-39 - 0.1 . 0.1 0.2 
20-24 0.1 0.5 0.2 0.6 0.2 0.8 
25-29 0.3 1.2 0.4 1.3 0.6 1.4 
30-34 0.6 2.6 0.7 2.3 1.0 2.1 
35-39 1.2 5.0 1.3 4.4 1.5 3.3 
40-44 2.1 8.0 2.2 7.1 2.3 4.9 
45-49 3.2 11.9 3.3 10.6 3.2 7.0 
50-54 5.2 17.7 5.3 15.9 4.8 10.5 
55-59 7.5 25.0 7.7 22.3 6.9 15.0 
60-64 11.5 34.4 11.6 30.9 10.0 22.3 
65-69 16.9 46.1 16.6 42.4 14.6 34.2 
70-74 24.9 58.0 23.6 54.2 21.9 48.3 
75-79 34.6 68.8 32.2 66.1 31.9 63.7 
80-84 46.0 77.5 42.7 76.5 44.3 76.5 
85 years 
and over 59.5 85.0 55.8 84.9 59.2 86.0 
^Sixteenth Census, of the United States, Population. "Character¬ 
istics by Age," Volume IV, Part I, pp. 18, 19 and 20. 
As between rural and urban areas the situation revealed by the 
Census was as follows: Of the urban males of all classes 4*2 per cent 
were widowers, of white males 4.1 per cent, of Negro males 5.8, and 
males of other races 2.7 per cent. Of urban females of all classes 
12.4 per cent were widows, of white females 11.9 per cent, of Negro fe¬ 
males 18.7, and of females of other races 7.2 per cent. 
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TABLE 9 
Marital Status of the Population 15 Years Old and Over, By Sex and Race, 
Urban 1940 
Total Married Widowed 
All Classes Male 28,312,463 17,488,846 61.8 1,195,146 4.2 
Female 30,166,092 17,535,269 58.1 3,742,439 12.4 
White Male 26,014,641 16,092,776 61.9 1,064,851 4.1 
Female 27,560,201 16,069,712 58.3 3,275,690 11.9 
Negro Male 2,191,451 1,346,037 61.4 127,388 5.8 
Female 2,559,701 1,439,739 56.2 463,427 18.1 
Other Races Male 106,371 50,033 47.0 2,907 2.7 
Female 46,190 25,817 55.9 3,322 7.2 
STATISTICAL ABSTRACT OF THE UNITED STATES, (1940), Number 34, p. 40. 
As between rural-nonfarm and rural-farm the situation revealed 
by the Census was as follows: Among the males in rural-nonfarm communi¬ 
ties (all classes), 4.6 per cent, of rural-nonfarm whites the per cent 
widowed was 4.4, for Negro males 6.1 and males of other classes 6.0. 
Of rural-nonfarm females for all classes the per cent widowed was 11.6, 
for white females 11.2, for Negro females 16.6 and females of other class¬ 
es 8.8 per cent. 
TABLE 10 
Marital Status of the Population 15 Years Old and Over, By Sex and Race, 
Rural-Nonfarm 1940 
Total Married Widowed 
Number Number Per Cent Number Per Cent 
All Classes Male 9,965,457 6,250,43C 62.7 456,080 4.6 
Female 9,590,723 6,185,943 64.5 1,113,076 11.6 
White Male 9,176,074 5,787,85? 63.1 408,229 4*4 
Female 8,816,763 5,730,883! 65.0 989,761 11.2 
31 
TABLE 10 - Continued 
Marital Status of the Population 15 Years Old and Over, By Sex and Race, 
Rural-Nonfarm 1940* 
Total Married Widowed 
Number Number Per Cent Number Per Cent 
Negro Male 737,843 436,902 59.2 44,748 6.1 
Female 734,586 431,527 58.7 121,673 16.6 
Other Races Male 51,540 25,670 49.8 3,103 6.0 
Female 39,375 23,583 59.9 4,642 11.8 
*Statistical Abstract of the United States. (1940), Number 34, p. 40. 
The rural-farm males showed a per cent of 4.5 widowers, the white 
males revealed 4.4 per cent widowed, the Negro males 4.9 per cent and 
males of all other races 4.8 per cent. Of the rural-farm females for all 
classes 8.8 per cent were widowed, of the white females 8.3 per cent, the 
Negro females 11.9, and females of other races 9.6 per cent. (See Table XI) 
TABLE 11 
Marital Status of the Population 15 Years Old and Over, By Sex and Race, 
 Rural-Farm 1940*  
Total Married Widowed 
Number Number Per Cent Number Per Cent 
All Classes Male 11,057,712 6,451,811 58.3 492,326 4.5 
Female 9,064,747 6,365,924 66.3 844,577 8.8 
White Male 9,552,819 5,556,912 58.2 418,404 4.4 
Female 8,183,221 5,476,151 66.9 677,505 8.3 
Negro Male 1,412,923 851,539 60.3 69,532 4.9 
Female 1,354,728 849,101 62.7 160,634 11.9 
Other Races Male 91,970 43,360 47.1 4,390 4*8 
Female 66,798 40,672 60.9 6,438 9.6 
*Statistical Abstract of the United States. (1940),Number 34, p. 40. 
In early middle life widowers are more frequent in the country than 
in the city, but in later life widowers are more frequent in the cities. 
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The great difference in sex ratios might conceivably account for a 
large part of the difference in the per cent widowed in the city and 
in the country. An example of this is shown in the fact that in 1940 
there were in urban areas 95.5 males per 100 females, whereasj there 
were 103.7 rural non-farm males per 100 females and 111.7 rural-farm 
males per 100 females. The total urban figure was 100.7 males per 
100 females as against 107.8 rural males per 100 females.^ For all 
the difference it has been argued that there is either a greater econom¬ 
ic demand for older married women in rural districts than in cities, 
or else the older unmarried woman finds city life more attractive than 
2 
rural life. 
With regard to race the per cent widowed among Negroes is high¬ 
er than any other racial group. This fact is noticed in urban and 
rural areas. According to Table IX the percentage of male widowed is 
1.6 per cent higher than the percentage of widowers of "all classes". 
Negro widows show an increase of 5.7 per cent more than the female 
widowed of "all classes". The highest per cent widowed in rural-nonfarm 
areas is found among "other races" than white and Negro. Even here the 
male widowed is .1 per cent higher than males of "all classes" while 
Negro female widows swell their numbers with a 5.7 per cent increase. 
Negro male widowed again maintain the lead in rural farm of .1 per cent 
over male widowed of "all classes". Ne^ro female widowed also carry on 
■^Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940, Population. "Charac¬ 
teristics of the Population," Volume II, Part I, p. 9, Table 1. 
^Ernest R. Groves, William F. Ogbum, American Marriage and fam¬ 
ily Relationships.(New York, 1928), Chart XX, p. 316. 
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with a lead of 2.6 per cent more than female widowed rural farm of 
"other races". The high death rate of Negroes (Table VII) would ac¬ 
count, in part, for the high percentage of widowed. A very large 
percentage of Negroes is married. Also noted is the small per cent 
of older Negroes particularly older Negro women who are married. 
1 
There seems to be fewer older Negroes marrying than in other groups. 
If one examines the widowed populations by regions in the 
United States a clearer picture of the change in percentage widowed 
in 1940 as against 1890 will be shown. In order that the figures may 
be rendered comparable the four regional divisions known in 1890 will 
be used. Table XII shows, with two exceptions (female widowed in the 
South and Northeast, 1940) an increase in the per cent widowed for 
both sexes and all four regions. 
The greatest increase in the number of female widows, 1940 
over 1890, is that of 2.7 per cent noted in the Western division. 
The largest increase in the male widowed population is seen in the 
South which shows an increase in 1940 of .8 per cent over 1890. A 
percentage decrease of female widows is found in the Northeast and the 
South with a -.5 and -.3 per cent respectively. 
The ranking of the widowed population varies in different 
parts of the United States. These rankings are affected by such in¬ 
fluences as sex-ratios, age distributions, urban and rural proportions 




The South has shown a decrease in its percentage of female 
widowed, however, it still ties in first place with the West in 
having the highest percentage of female widowed over the North Cen¬ 
tral and the Northeastern states. The high percentage of Negroes 
will account in large part for the high per cent widowed in the 
South. The high percentage widowed in the West could be accounted 
for, in part, by the higher percentage of older persons and the dis¬ 





























MARITAL STATUS OF THE POPULATION 15 YEARS OLD AND OVER, 




Number Per Cent Total 
FEMALES 
Number Per Cent 
13,832,152 624,330 4.5 14,207,315 1,609,532 11.3 
12,482,412 567,016 • 4.5 12,592,159 1,379,534 11.0 
10,477,621 505,891 4.8 10,438,595 1,203,832 11.5 
9,366,959 425,381 4.5 9,124,828 1,004,196 11.0 
7,379,179 353,117 4.8 7,404,799 872,162 11.8 
6,061,970 259,877 4.3 6,159,573 726,481 11.8 
15,411,922 695,027 4.5 15,186,954 1,669,085 11.0 
14,222,620 663,503 4.7 13,593,836 1,409,663 10.4 
12,325,424 574,824 4.7 11,481,312 1,195,510 10.4 
10,883,246 480,560 4.4 9,905,581 958,681 9.7 
9,110,446 402,110 4.4 8,365,438 827,053 9.9 
7,579,719 285,802 3.8 6,869,815 636,283 9.3 
14,555,933 593,490 4.1 14,766,869 1,790,695 12.1 
12,526,333 584,707 4.7 12,496,497 1,465,788 11.7 
10,633,654 515,404 4.8 10,346,711 1,187,732 11.5 
9,263,170 447,505 4.8 8,940,345 1,005,821 11.3 
7,458,771 349,314 4.7 7,295,425 893,961 12.3 
5,812,907 224,839 3.9 5,772,357 716,584 12.4 
5,535,625 230,705 4.2 5,200,424 630,780 12.1 
4,649,654 209,810 4.5 4,154,657 479,222 11.5 
3,483,964 162,189 4.7 2,910,897 329,551 11.3 
2,912,430 117,944 4.0 2,076,571 207,530 10.0 
1,672,003 73,435 4.4 1,183,529 124,539 10.5 
1,323,276 44,919 3.4 800,433 72,250 9.4 
sus of the United States, 1940 - Population. ^Characteristics of the Popula- . 
I, Table 29, p. 101. 
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If we note again the fact that the largest number of 
widows is found in urban areas, then we would expect to find an 
appreciable increase in widows since 1890. 
TABLE 13 
URBAN AND RURAL POPULATION FOR THE UNITED STATES 
1890 and 1940* 
Total Urban Rural 
Per Cent 
Urban Rural 
1940 131,669,250 74,423,702 57,245,573 56.5 43.5 
1890 62,947,714 22,106,265 40,8a, 449 35.1 64.9 
Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940 - Population. 
"Characteristics of the Population," Volume II, Part I, p. 18, Table 2. 
The total population in 1890 is estimated to have been 
62,947,714. Of this number only 22,106,265 were urban whereas 40,841,- 
449 were rural. By 1940, the total population had increased to 
131,669,250. Of this number 74,423,702 were urban and only 57,245,573 
were rural. If expressed in percentages urban population showed, in 
1940 an increase of 21.4 per cent over the population of 1890. 
The difference between the actual rates of increase of the 
married population, and the widowed population are shown in Table XII. 
The total male population in 1940 increased 238 per cent over the 
total male population in 1890. The married male population increased 
269 per cent over 1890 and the widowed male population increased 263 
per cent in 1940. The per cent increase of the married and widowed 
female populations showed variations of 270 per cent and 265 per cent 
respectively. As a method of comparison it may be indicated that in 
TABLE 14 
RACE BY NATIVITY AND SEX OF POPULATION, 1890 and 1940* 




Per Cent b] T Race 





Classes White Negro Other 
TOTAL 
1940 
131,669,275 118,214,870 12,865,518 588,887 100.0 89.8 9.8 0.4 
Native born 120,074,379 106,795,732 12,781,577 499,070 100.0 88.9 10.6 0.4 





62,947,714 55,101,258 7,488,676 357,780 100.0 87.5 11.9 0.6 
1940 66,061,592 59,448,548 6,269,038 344,006 100.0 90.0 9.5 0.5 
Native bora 59,939,945 53,437,533 5,224,550 277,862 100.0 89.2 10.4 0.5 





32,237,101 28,270,379 3,735,603 231,119 100.0 87.7 11.6 0.7 
1940 65,607,683 58,766,322 6,596,480 244,881 100.0 89.6 10.1 0.4 
Native born 60,134,434 43,358,199 6,559,027 219,208 100.0 88.7 10.9 0.4 






























100.0 87.4 12.2 0.4 
* 
Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940 - Population» "Characteristics of the P-opulation," 
Volume II, Part I, Table 4» p. 19. 
38 
1940 the ratio of widowed to married males and females shows that 
both married and widowed populations have increased faster than the 
total populations since 1890. 
Comparison of Widowhood 1890 and 1940 
From the preceding tables and statements the following facts 
stand outî (1) The percentage of widows was almost two and one-half 
times that of widowers. This fact indicates another generally ac¬ 
cepted point that widowers remarry more frequently than widows. Also 
shown here is the fact that early in life men have a higher mortality 
rate than women. (2) The variation between urban and rural communi¬ 
ties has been interpreted as indicating either the greater hazard to 
males in the city or the increased migration of widows from country to 
city in quest of greater opportunities for self-support,^ and (3) the 
greater male age at marriage. 
Also shown is the fact that at every age level there were 
more than twice the number of widows to widowers while the age at death 
remained about the same for the aged males and females. 
The differences between geographic areas in 1940 when compared 
with 1890 reveal largely the results of internal migration manifest in 
a shifting of sex, age and race ratios from one section of the country 
to the other. 
In general it can be said that widowhood has increased in the 
Howard Becker and Ruben Hill, Marriage and the Family. Boston: 
1942, p. 422. 
TABLE 15 
EXPECTATION OF LIFE AND MORTALITY RATE PER 1,000 
AT SPECIFIED AGES, BY COLOR AND SEX, GENERAL POPULATION, UNITED STATES, 1940 
Age 















0 63.77 62.94 67.31 53.04 56.01 43.50 45.45 35.31 70.45 54.87 
1 65.65 64.91 68.76 56.02 58.23 4.93 4.69 4.07 9.43 7.55 
2 64.97 64.22 68.04 55.55 57.67 2.55 2.51 2.14 4.43 3.58 
3 64.17 63.38 67.18 54.79 56.88 1.73 1.75 1.51 2.53 2.30 
4. 63.25 62.49 66.28 53.93 56.01 1.43 .1,47 1.20 2.08 2.05 
5 62.34 61.58 65.36 53.04 55.12 1.23 1.30 1.02 1.79 1.71 
10 57.64 56.91 60.63 48.41 50.44 .84 .94 .67 1.24 .99 
15 52.91 52.20 55.84 43.80 45.83 1.36 1.37 .96 2.74 3.04 
20 48.34 47.61 51.15 39.58 41.72 2.14 2.06 1.44 5.37 5.32 
25 43.88 43.12 46.54 35.76 37.87 2.62 2.43 1.81 7.28 6.38 
30 39.46 38.64 41.98 32.09 34.10 3.07 2.79 2.20 8.64 7.52 
35 35.09 34.20 37.46 28.49 30.40 3.87 3.58 2.79 10.28 8.96 
40 30.81 29.85 33.01 25.01 26.84 5.26 5.08 3.73 13.33 12.19 
45 26.68 25.69 28.67 21.78 23.58 7.47 7.67 5.28 18.02 16.00 
50 22.75 21.77 24.48 18.91 20.60 10.92 11.66 7.67 25.71 22.43 
55 19.09 18.15 20.50 16.50 18.10 15.89 17.64 11.38 33.15 30.04 
60 15.69 14.86 16.75 14.22 15.83 22.48 25.67 17.12 36.85 33.33 
65 12.56 11.88 13.30 11.88 13.46 33.28 37.61 27.20 47.41 40.38 
70 9.80 9.26 10.27 9.83 11.30 50.47 56.11 43.89 61.42 52.37 
75 7.42 7.02 7.68 7.91 9.38 76.15 84.60 68.59 78.02 67.86 
80 5.44 5.20 5.50 6.08 7.67 117.40 127.73 110.66 110.73 84.34 
Computed in the Statistical Bureau of the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company on the basis of 
preliminary census data of population which are not likely to be changed much in final reports. 
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United States in the last fifty years. If, however, the ten year 
census periods are examined such a statement is not completely accu¬ 
rate. The Increase in the number recorded as widowed in 1900 could 
be attributed to the beginning of a more scientific means of actually 
accounting for births and deaths. The jump evidenced in 1920 of 
.3 per cent in the number widowed over the 1910 period would be the 
expected result of the World War I. If, however, the statistics are 
examined for the next two decades the figures show that the widowed 
population has been increasing at a steadily decreasing rate. 
TABLE 16 
MARITAL STATUS OF THE POPULATION FIFTEEN YEARS OLD AND 
OVER, BY SEX: 1890 and 1940 
Sex and Marital 
Status 
Year Percent Increase 
1940 over 1890 1890 1940 ! 
MALE 
Total 20,777,872 49,355,632 237.5 
Married 11,205,205 30,191,087 269.4 
Widowed 815,437 2,143,552 262.8 
FEMAIE 
Total 19,602,178 49,361,562 251.8 
Married 11,124,785 30,087,135 270.4 
Widowed 2,154,598 5,700,092 264.6 
CHAPTER III 
SOME SOCIAL ASPECTS OF WIDOWHOOD 
Widowhood is a crisis in a woman's life, involving new social 
adjustment for the family as well as herself. The concept of widow¬ 
hood has in the past been largely colored by economic considerations. 
Pressing material needs in most homes broken through death of the 
breadwinner have overshadowed real understanding of the psychological 
and social problems which the widow perforce must face. The problem 
of the widow in the United States is as broad as the Inter-relationships 
of all the variants involved. It is not enough to content one's self 
with the fact that there is probably no more widowhood per capita than 
at earlier periods in our history.^" According to the Census there is 
in reality an increase of five widows per 1,000 female married popula¬ 
tion in 1940 over 1890. In spite of the advance in health and 
science, widows still maintain an incidence higher than their proportion 
in the population in the institutions for the insane, in institutions 
that care for paupers, and in carrying the brunt of the costliest 
diseases known in this country. 
1. Life Expectancy 
Between 1900 and 1940 the life expectancy of white males at 
birth increased from 48.2 years to 62.9 years. While females live 
longer. Their average future lifetime increased from 51.1 to 67.3 years. 
^Tlarry Elmer Barnes, Social Institutions. (New York, 1942), p. 640. 
a 
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The great increases were not in life expectancy at birth but at age 
twenty the increase was considerable, some 5.5 years for males, 7.4 
years for females. (Table XV) At age 45, the increase was slight; 
and at age 70 hardly perceptible. These comparisons would indicate, 
in the language of the census, that there has been no increase in the 
extreme limits of life, but that many persons who would have died in 
infancy or in early and middle life are now completing a normal life 
span. Yet with this increase in the life span there has been no com¬ 
parable decrease in adult male mortality that would permit an increase 
in the number of years of marital companionship and thus a decrease 
in widowhood. Projections of the present population trends are hard¬ 
ly necessary to convince us that we will soon need fewer baby carriages 
and more hospitals. 
If, as has been stated, more than forty-five per cent of the 
husbands die before they reach their thirty-fifth birthday^" certainly 
the fact that their widows are left during the late prime of the child¬ 
bearing period would have great significance for the students of the 
study of social problems and their relationship to the study of demography. 
These premature widows certainly furnish another factor in reducing the 
size of actual families below that of "completed" families. 
The socio-economic position of women in society depends upon 
the recognition and understanding of certain conflicts and lack of ad¬ 
justments existent in the country as a whole. One of the outstanding 
"^Gwendolyn Hughes Berry, "Mothers in Industry," The Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and Social Science. Volume CXLIII, 
TMay, 1929), p. 316. “ 
problems of widowhood is that of dependency which is aggravated as a 
result of the loss of the earning of the breadwinner. However, the 
problems of a bereaved home we more than economic. If the mother 
has to leave the home to secure employment, or children have to go to 
work earlier than desirable, it is difficult to provide for a normal 
and desirable type of home life and education. The emotional difficul¬ 
ties of widowhood are serious and numerous. The sorrow frequently 
brings a serious psychological shock. Family associations are broken 
up. Sex starvation frequently results. The transferring of all affec¬ 
tion from the husband to the children may create important difficulties 
of a psychological nature for both mother and children. This is partic¬ 
ularly the case if there is only one child. Mental break downs and 
sheer dependency represent the extreme forms of ravages created by widow¬ 
hood. 
There is general agreement that the family that has lost its 
mother encounters greater trials than if it is the father who has died, 
for here is the larger contribution, that is, within the home proper. 
The father who is left to care for little children because of the death 
of the mother faces a very difficult problem and one increasingly hard 
to solve. A generation ago, an unmarried relative offered the common¬ 
est and best solution and in cases where there were none to be called upon 
a housekeeper could usually be had. The new economic opportunities for 
women have greatly changed this situation; relatives are far less likely 
to feel it their duty to assume a task that all recognize to be a severe 
test of character, and efficient housekeepers, at least for men with 
44 
moderate incomes, are even more scarce than sacrificing relatives. 
The difficulties of widowers deserve more attention than they now re¬ 
ceive from social organizations that attempt to serve the family. 
Such organizations at present find it easier to help women who have 
lost their husbands them men who have lost their wives. This is part¬ 
ly due to the fact that these societies have had more experience with 
the widowed mother’s problem, but in some measure it is the result of 
not sensing the fullness of the man's problem. 
Dr. Louis I. Dublin's comments upon the shortening of married 
lives are significant: 
"The number of deaths in this country in the past few years has 
averaged approximately 1,400,000. About 400,000 of these are married 
men, of whom one quarter, or 100,000, leave widows under 45 years of 
age. In the great majority of these broken families there are depend¬ 
ent children. Altogether, 200,000 children under 16 years are orphaned 
each year by the death of their father, and relatively young widows have 
the responsibility for the care of these children. Even for older 
widows the economic problems may be acute, because many have never worked 
for a living and most of the others will have been out of the employment 
market for years. 
"The fact is that the majority of women eventually face widow¬ 
hood, with its attendant problems. Even where bride and groom are of the 
same age at marriage, the chances are about 55 in 100 that the groom will 
die first. Since the groom is usually the older, the chances, in typical 
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marriages, are that 65 of 100 brides will eventually become widows." 
Of the seven millions of men and women who have been de¬ 
prived of their companions by death the great majority are able to 
make the needful economic and mental adjustments. Of the two million 
widowers in this country, most of them either remarry or make arrange¬ 
ments whereby their children can be cared for, while they work. Many 
of the aged can be cared for in the homes of their children and in pri¬ 
vate institutions for the aged. A small proportion of them finally 
land in the almshouse. Out of the almost five millions of widows, 
however, many present acute social problems brought about through their 
widowhood. In the following pages is an attempt to enumerate some of 
these problems. 
Life Expectancy and Mortality 
For every selected cause except two, cancer of the male genital 
organs and exophthalmic goiter, the mortality among married males ad¬ 
justed for age differences is lower than that for single, widowed and 
divorced males. 
Among females, the advantage of the married is not as marked 
as it was for males in a relatively large number of causes. The only 
cause for which the age-adjusted death rates for widowed and divorced 
females were lower than that for married females is diseases of pregnancy 
and childbirth. 
The causes of death for which the greatest mortality differ¬ 
ential is evident between the married and the single, widowed and divorced 
males are tuberculosis, syphilis, homicide, suicide, cirrhosis of the 
liver and cancer of the breast. 
TABLE 17 
RATIO OF EXPECTED NUMBER OF DEATHS FROM SELECTED CAUSES, FOR SINGLE, WIDOWED, AND DIVORCED 
MALES AND FEMALES, 20 TO 74 YEARS, TO CORRESPONDING NUMBER FOR MARRIED PERSONS OF SAME AGE AND SEX: 
UNITED STATES, 1940 
(Numbers after causes of death are those of the detailed International List of 
Causes of Death, 1938 revision) 














All causes     149 100 208 223 110 100 155 157 
Tuberculosis (all forms)  .13-22 263 100 430 330 168 100 295 183 
Tuberculosis of respiratory system . . 13 266 100 445 338 166 100 298 183 
Tuberculosis (other forms)    .14-22 199 100 192 189 194 100 248 193 
Syphilis .    . 30 214 100 354 405 106 100 307 375 
Cancer and other malignant tumors... .45-55 122 100 147 162 118 100 127 153 
Cancer of digestive organs, peri- 
toneum.   . 46 123 100 148 163 109 100 121 136 
Cancer of female genital organs... .48,49 • • • • • • • • • • • • 95 100 150 196 
Cancer of the breast  . 50 127 100 250 324 160 100 112 136 
Cancer of male genital organs..... . 51 93 100 129 120 • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Cancer (other sites) 45,47,52-55 129 100 156 172 127 100 118 137 
Diabetes mellitus...  . 61 108 100 136 154 54 100 119 105 
Exophthalmic goiter.   . 63b 106 100 74 74 89 100 111 101 
Intracranial lesions of vascular origin 83 123 100 174 177 95 100 142 149 
Diseases of the heart   .90-95 134 100 167 193 116 100 148 158 
Chronic rheumatic diseases of the 
heart.. 90a, 92b,c, 93c , 95b 146 100 166 189 139 100 133 142 
Diseases of coronary arteries, 
angina pectoris   . 94 100 100 127 165 100 100 128 154 
Diseases of the heart (other 
forms)...90b,91,92a,d,e,93a,b,d,e, 95a,c 157 100 197 215 118 100 157 162 
Pneumonia(all forms) and influenza 107,109, 
33 182 100 249 240 139 100 204 153 
TABIE 17 - Continued 
RATIO OF EXPECTED NUMBER OF DEATHS FROM SELECTED CAUSES, FOR SINGLE, WIDOWED, AND DIVORCED 
MALES AND FEMALES, 20 TO 74 YEARS, TO CORRESPONDING NUMBER FOR MARRIED PERSONS OF SAME AGE AND SEX: 
UNITED STATES, 1940* 
(Numbers after causes of death are those of the detailed International List of 
Causes of Death, 1938 revision) 
Male Female 












Ulcer of stomach or duodenum...... 148 100 163 256 114 100 142 111 
Appendicitis   101 100 137 129 94 100 116 109 
Hernia and intestinal obstruction. 163 100 202 173 100 100 139 154 
Cirrhosis of the liver.  
Biliary calculi, other diseases of 
181 100 226 339 83 100 137 199 
gall-bladder and biliary ducts... .126,127 104 100 130 172 56 100 108 131 
Nephritis .    .130-132 125 100 189 167 95 100 160 135 
Diseases of the prostate   114 100 155 116 • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Diseases of female genital organs. • • • • ♦ • • • • • • • 60 100 181 173 
Diseases of pregnancy, etc  .140-150 • • • • • • • • • • • • 19 100 59 36 
Suicide   .163-164 166 100 298 392 138 100 163 361 
Homicide  .165-168 136 100 389 330 87 100 385 364 
Accidental deaths  .169-195 181 100 269 334 134 100 210 260 
All other causes   173 100 234 251 132 100 169 165 
*Vital Statistics of the United States -."Special Reports," Volume 23, No, 7, (November 13, 
1945), p. 122. 
Similar comparisons for females indicate the highest mortal¬ 
ity differentials between the married and the single, widowed, and 
divorced females to be for homicide, syphilis, suicide, and tuberculo¬ 
sis* The expected number of deaths from homicide among widows was 
almost four times the corresponding number among the married women. 
It is therefore evident from Table XVII that the leading 
deaths which produce widowhood are tuberculosis, homicide, syphilis, 
suicide, cancer, and pneumonia (influenza). Much has been done in re¬ 
ducing the mortalities resultant from tuberculosis and cancer. Much 
remains to be done concerning the other causes of death, with the ex¬ 
ception of syphilis. The enforcement of more stringent marriage laws 
by more of the states will be a significant factor in alleviating this 
dread disease. The strides made in eradicating the above-mentioned 
diseases are more evident if a comparison is made of the extent of mortal¬ 
ity of the 1900 period with the 1940 period, many encouraging results 
are evident. It must be borne in mind,however,that the 1900 figures 
are more nearly estimates, due to haphazard methods of recording mortality 
records or due to the prudence of the doctors in giving proper name to 
certain social diseases, particularly syphilis. 
2. Mental Illness 
All studies made show a higher rate of first admissions of in¬ 
mates into asylums for the insane for urban districts than for rural 
areas. In 1933, 50,000 persons out of a total of 70,000 admitted to 
State institutions were of urban origin, and only 20,000 were classified 
as rural. The rate of first admission varies seemingly with the size of 
cities. Thus, in 1922, the rate from cities of 100,000 or over was 
92.5 per cent while that from cities of 25,000 to 100,000 was only 
54.8 per cent. In every age period more males than females are ad¬ 
mitted to hospitals for mental disorder.^- The following table presents 
facts pertinent to the male and female ratio of insanity as it compares 
to marital status. 
TABLE 18 
FIRST ADMISSIONS TO STATE HOSPITALS, BY MARITAL CONDITION AND 
SEX: 1933 and 1940 





Number per 100,000 
population of same 
sex and marital con¬ 
dition 
Male Female Male Female Male Female 
Total a,029 23,339 100 100 66.0 46.7 
Single 15,984 7,301 39.0 25.8 48.1 25.1 
Married 18,378 14,165 44.8 50.0 69.8 54.1 
Widowed 4,161 5,304 10.1 18.7 205.5 112.0 
Divorced 1,837 1,302 4.5 4.6 — -— 
Unknown 669 267 1.6 .9    -— 
From this table we note that 205 per hundred thousand widowers 
were admitted to state hospitals for the insane in 1933, whereas the 
corresponding numbers for the married and single were 48 and 60 respective¬ 
ly, and 112 widows per hundred thousand were admitted, compared to 54 and 
25 for the married and the single woman, respectively. These figures 
tend to show the mental strain with its resultant mental breakdown and 
1 
John Lewis Gillin, op. cit.. p. 129 
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the close relationship to widowhood. Also shown here are the higher 
rates of widowed males than females. This may be partly due to the 
fact that alcoholic psychosis and general paresis (the latter due to 
venereal diseases) affect more men than women.^ 
3. Economic Adjustment 
The Industrial Revolution paved the way for the breakdown of 
the small patriarchal family and the emergency of the democratic type 
of family. In the United States, pioneer conditions, the rise of the 
public school, and the extension of democratic principles accelerated 
its development. 
One of the more interesting social results of the Industrial 
Revolution has been the emancipation of women. In primitive society, 
women often occupied very prominent social and economic positions, al¬ 
though there were actually few, if any of those matriarachates, or 
female governments, which the earlier anthropologists once believed to 
have existed. From the beginning of recorded history until the Indus¬ 
trial Revolution, this world has been, on the whole, a man’s world. 
The protection of women in industry began in 1847, when New 
Hampshire passed the first law, one limiting the work of women to ten 
hours a day. Maine, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Rhode Island passed 
2 
similar laws during the next four years. 
1Ibid. 
2 
Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940, Population: "Charac¬ 
teristics by Age," Volume IV, Part I,(United States Summaiy/^p. 159* 
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The number of working women who were married increased from 
515,260 in 1890 to 4,560,835 in 1940» The proportion of married 
women working outside the home increased more rapidly than the popula¬ 
tion in every decade since 1890. The per cent of all married women 
who were working increased from 4.6 in 1890 to 15.2 in 1940. The 
per cent increase of all working women who were married increased from 
13.9 in 1890 to 35.5 in 1940. Thus in 1940 about one in seven mar¬ 
ried women was gainfully employed outside the home and about one in 
three working women was married. The per cent of married women in 
the labor force varied greatly from state to state, being highest in 
the South, most Atlantic Coast States, Ohio, and California.^ 
Women have attained the first objective of the social movement 
known as the emancipation of women, namely, the entrance of women into 
the world of activities formerly monopolized by men. World War II, 
like World War I, accentuated the trend toward equality of vocational 
opportunities and equality of pay. The mores which are being under¬ 
mined by this economic emancipation of women are those associated with 
the subservience of women to the "head of the house". Readjustment of 
familiar patterns in terms of companionship and mutual affection is 
necessitated by women's actual or potential economic independence and 
by their educational and social equality. 
The fact that women could manipulate and watch new machines and 
that often they would work for lower wages than men made them, from the 
^"Sixteenth Census of the United States, Population. 1940, "The 
Labor Force," Volume III, Part I, p. 56. 
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employers point of view eminently desirable. In many representative 
American industries, for instance, the earnings of women still run 
from 20 to 70 per cent below men’s, in comparable occupations; they 
average about 4.1 per cent less. The reasons for the lower wages 
of women are: (l) physical inability to compete with men in the heavy 
mechanical trades where high wages are paid; (2) slowness to organize 
and form trade unions, thus losing the advantages of collective bar¬ 
gaining; and (3) willingness to accept low pay rather than to fight 
for better conditions because they hope soon to marry, thus consider¬ 
ing their employment only temporary.^ 
Also of significance is the fact that in spite of the female 
suffrage, in the United States, men usually have superior legal and 
property rights. In many states a husband has special claims on 
his wife's property. He can absolutely control her services in the 
home and to a considerable extent elsewhere. It should be pointed out, 
however, that these remaining female disabilities are often offset by 
special moral protection and advantages which have come down from a 
previous age and embody, to a certain degree, the ideas of the era of 
chivalry. In her sex life, woman is much more thoroughly protected 
by law than is the male. This carries over into the economic field, 
for example, in the usual levying upon the male of alimony costs in the 
case of a divorce. In the United States, woman has also attained an 
enviable position with respect to property rights and economic holdings. 
For example, Dr. Harry Hibschman points out that in our country "Women 
Harry Elmer Barnes, op. clt.. p. 40 
53 
are right now the beneficiaries under 80 per cent of the country's 
life insurance policies, women have in their names 65 per cent of 
the savings accounts, women hold 44 per cent of the country's public 
utility securities, and women own 40 per cent of the country's real 
estate." 
Perhaps the above information explains the reason for the 
amazingly low proportion of widows, less than one in four, going to 
work even though 45 per cent of the husbands died under thirty-five 
1 
years of age. 
The self-reliance of these women has been illustrated by the 
fact that a number of widows interviewed, only one in six had ap¬ 
plied for a pension under the Mother's Assistance Fund Law. Of those 
who had applied, in turn, only one in four was receiving a pension. 
This was perhaps due to the fact that working mothers were not appli¬ 
cants for relief either public or private. 
The relative adequacy of the widow is by no means unimportant 
and should be considered as one of the solutions to be used in bracing 
the widow against psychological effects of charity, self-pity, and fur¬ 
ther disorganization. That is, the general feeling that widows who 
can should work, if they can do so without serious menace to the welfare 
of their children. The unfortunate fact is, however, that the great 
majority of widows have small children who can not be allowed to manage 
themselves while their mother is earning a living. Another undesirable 
^Gwendolyn Hughes Berry, "Mothers in Industry," The Annals of 
.he American Académy of Political and Social Science. Volume CXLIII,- 
May, 1929), p. 317. 
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fact is that in the hierarchy of women in industry, i.e., the single 
woman, the married woman without children, and the married woman 
with children, the married woman with children is the lease desirable 
from the standpoint of output and lack of absenteeism. 
Women without children under 14 had a worker rate 
twice that of women with children in age groups 20-24 
and 35-44. Among these 25-34 years of age (where de¬ 
pendency status is most meaningful because most of the 
children under 14 are to be found among women in this 
age group and the presence of children under 14 in the 
house more nearly reflects actual responsibility for 
their care) the proportion of women in the labor force 
without children was three times as high as that for 
women with children under 14 in the household.^- 
• 
This difference is not so marked among farm women. 
Dependency 
One of the most significant examples of the economic strain 
put upon widows is indicated in the statistics secured on the popula¬ 
tion in institutions for the needy. 
An examination of Table XIX shows the large percentage of 
needy widows in the United States in 1940. With an exception of aged, 
infirm and needy single women, widowed women have the largest increase 
over any other group; an increase of 33.8 per cent more them married 
females, and em increase of 41.6 per cent more than divorced females of 
the same classification. There is an increase of 19.4 per cent of 
widowed females over widowed males of the same category. Widowed males 
show an increase of 7.4 per cent more than married males and an 18.5 per 
1S. L. Wolbein, "Labor Reserves Among Women," Monthly Labor Re¬ 
view. (July, 1943), 57:1098-101, (December, 1943). 
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cent increase over divorced males. In spite, however, of the higher 
percentage of widowed females, needy males showed a larger total of 
its needy population, an increase of 46,168 over the total needy 
female population. 
TABLE 19 
MARITAL STATUS OF THE INSTITUTIONAL POPULATION FOURTEEN 
YEARS AND OVER, BY TYPE OF INSTITUTION AND OF SEX, FOR 





Home for Aged 
Infirm or Needy 
Number Per Cent 
Male 7$7,474 145,597 100.0 
Single 468,046 81,537 56.0 
Married 204,514 23,085 15.9 
Widowed 61,154 33,970 23.3 
Divorced 33,760 7,005 4.8 
Female 409,519 99,429 100.0 
Single 203,286 47,020 47.3 
Married 116,957 8,859 8.9 
Widowed 77,143 42,486 42.7 
Divorced 12,133 1,064 1.1 
Sixteenth Census of the United States; 1940, Population. 
•’Special Report on Institutional Population 14 Years Old and Over," pp. 
4 and 5, Table IV. 
While it is probable that widowed men and women do 
not go to almshouses until rather late in life, neverthe¬ 
less widowhood in the upper age groups contributes to the 
almshouse population the largest proportion per 100,000 
of the population fifteen years of age and over. 
The high ratio of widowed in almshouses registers 
the lack of children or relatives to care for older 
John Lewis Gillin, Social Pathology,(New York, 1939), (re-ed), 
p. 216 
people bereft of spouse. The larger number of the 
almshouse inmates without children also indicates that 
conclusion. Moreover, that young widows with depend¬ 
ent children are under a heavy economic handicap is 
indicated by the fact that of an estimated 200,000 
families receiving aid to dependent children in October, 
1937, in States under the Federal Social Security Act, 
the great.majority were families in which the father 
was dead. 
Reason for Dependency 
Per Cent 
Father dead.    61 
Divorce, Separation, and Desertion  25 
Father in Hospital, penal, or correctional 
institution  ........... 8 
Father incapacitated (physically or mentally) . 6 
These figures apply only to the families where the 
mother was the sole means of support; however, for the 
entire group, the report cited above indicated that, on 
the basis of returns from 29 States and the District of 
Columbia, in more than half the cases aid was given be¬ 
cause of the death of a parent, in about one-fourth be¬ 
cause of continued absence from home, and in only one- 
fifth because of the parent's physical or mental in¬ 
capacity. 2 
Methods of Relief 
Such methods as "outdoor relief" take care of many widows and 
their children. This method is sponsored by public and private agen¬ 
cies, which have trained workers to consider the social adjustment as 
well as economic needs of the widow and her dependents. However, the 
inadequacy of the outdoor relief in meeting the fundamental require¬ 
ments of widows and their families has been realized and as a result 
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another system of mother's pensions was devised. 
The first comprehensive law passed in this country by any 
State providing for the support of children in the homes of their 
own mothers at public expense with the avowed object of providing 
primarily for the children was passed in Kansas City, Missouri, in 
1 
1911. 
This law provided that if the parent or parents 
of neglected or dependent children were poor and un¬ 
able to care properly for the child but otherwise were 
proper guardians, and that if it was for the welfare 
of the child to remain at home, the court might enter 
an order finding such facts and fixing the amount of 
money necessary to enable the parent or parents to care 
for the child. The law made it the duty of the county 
board, upon the order of the court,to make the payments 
to the parent or parents specified by the order until 
further order from the court,2 
There are also other methods of caring for widows, one of 
which has been previously mentioned, namely, the almshouse. This in¬ 
stitution cares for, in the main, elderly widows and widowers who 
have not had the protective benefits of children or relatives or in¬ 
surance to cover this period when work is no longer a means of liveli¬ 
hood. 
The homes for the aged also care for a large share of these 
elderly people. Interestingly, here, there is usually a larger pro¬ 
portion of widowers than widows perhaps due to the fact that it is 
easier for aged females to secure care in private homes in exchange for 
services more so than for elderly men. 
^"John Lewis Gillin, OP. cit.. 222. 
2Ibld.. 222. 
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The greatest benefits for widows have perhaps come from 
the Social Security Board which now provides federal aid to all 
States which comply with requirements of the Federal Social Security 
Act. These benefits have been made possible through Social Insur¬ 
ance Beneficiaries i.e., Retirement Insurance, Survivor Insurance, 
Disability Insurance and Unemployment Insurance. Public aid has 
been granted through the media of Old Age Assistance, Aid to Depend¬ 
ent Children, Aid to the Blind, General Assistance and War Emergency 
programs. 
In spite of the improvement in the methods of caring for the 
needy, many gaps exist resultant from the "eligibility" clauses that 
still persist in maintaining a large number of the nation's dependents 
uncared for. An example of this is seen in the effect of war on the 
insurance rights of the several million workers who in 1942 took new 
jobs or transferred back to old jobs. The eligibility requirements 
which in most States necessitate a worker's having employment in at 
least 2 quarters to qualify for benefits automatically made these work¬ 
ers forfeit their insurance claims.^ Another example of the lag in 
assistance is seen in the following statement» 
In a few States, it was necessary in 1942 to post¬ 
pone assistance for persons whose applications had been 
investigated and approved until the closing of other 
cases released sufficient funds to permit payments to 
these applicants. Pending applications for aid to de¬ 
pendent children in a few States were accepted on a 
monthly quota basis during 1942 as funds were available. 
^Social Security Bulletin. (Washington, 1942), p. 32. 
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In at least one State, intake was practically "frozen" 
for all programs in the latter part of the year and 
applications were denied on the ground of inadequacy 
of funds. Applications were discouraged for the same 
reason in some other States. In Texas, nearly 11,000 
families for whom aid to dependent children was discon¬ 
tinued in December were still in needj their need was 
less than that of those who remained on the rolls, how¬ 
ever, since the discontinuance of assistance meant 
that they had resources which met at least 30 per cent 
of their requirements. 
In many localities general assistance agencies were 
excluding entire groups from assistance. Among groups 
excluded in certain localities were families with a mem¬ 
ber adjudged employable, aliens, and families receiving 
other types of public aid. Because of the financial 
stringencies, some localities—notably in Mississippi, 
Tennessee, and Texas—have no general assistance program. 
In 1942, agencies administering public aid programs 
made great effort to increase payments to meet needs more 
nearly adequate. Inevitably, adjustments in payments 
lagged behind the rise in living costs. In general, 
the increases in payments were not so great as the in¬ 
crease in prices.* 
The strides made in the last fifty years in the means for car¬ 
ing for widows are most encouraging. Much remains to be done still. 
The chief requisites whereby widows and their children have to be 
cared for apart from relatives are: (1) that careful understanding of 
the whole situation be striven for by those dealing with them, (2) that 
every measure be taken in order to insure that the children shall ex¬ 
perience normal family life, and (3) that the widows themselves not be 
overburdened so that they will fail in health or in their responsibili¬ 
ties to the family. Laws must be made more liberal and uniform re¬ 
garding workmen's compensation, personal and social insurance will need 
to be extended, savings and thrift must be encouraged and minimum wage 
60 
laws must be enacted whereby a person may adequately support his 
family and at the same time conserve and save for the rainy day that 
will come. 
4. Sex Repressions and Satisfactions 
The problems of widowhood are further complicated by accom¬ 
panying sexual tensions unlike the sexual strain found in single 
women. With the single woman her conflict is with imagination, the 
married woman’s conflict is with reality.^- 
As has been stated, one of the prime functions of the family 
is the satisfaction of sex. The family presents a solution without 
hypocrisy and without disguise to certain undoubted problems of sex 
life under the conditions of modern society. Dickerson found forty 
widows in his study of A Thousand Marriages, whose records are sig¬ 
nificant in making a statement concerning the difficulties of unsatis¬ 
fied sexual desire among widows. He found in every case a persistent 
sexual desire pressing, translated in varied forms from age period to 
age period. The following summary gives an over-all picture of the 
study as it related itself to sexual desire among widows. 
Forty cases in general comparable with those of the married, 
except that the average widowhood has lasted twelve years, were studied 
in three groups, especially with regard to the persistence of sexual 
desire. Those under forty years old show mollasse but lack definite- 
Robert Laton Dickerson and Laura Beam, Thousand Marriages. 
(Baltimore: 1931,)Chapter XII, p. 270. 
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ness; those of the forty to sixty decades are sexually avid but un¬ 
willing to marry any man who compares unfavorably with the idealiza¬ 
tion of husband’s memory; those of over sixty have been driven back 
upon self for sexual satisfaction. This information indicates the 
sexual strain existent even in the old which under unusual circum¬ 
stances leads to extreme nervous disorders. 
5. Legal Aspects of Widowhood 
It would be difficult to discuss, with any degree of co¬ 
herence, the position accorded women and widows in particular in the 
courts without making some mention to the fight being made by women 
and some men for equal rights. The Equal Rights Amendment as origin¬ 
ally proposed stated that men and women shall have equal rights throughout 
the United States. This Amendment was welcomed by Clare Luce (Congress- 
woman), author Pearl Buck and educators Florence Sabin and Mary Wooley. 
They saw an end to all existing statutes which deny their sex equal 
rights with men in ownership and management of property, authority 
over children, election to certain offices, service on juries, etc. 
However, a very adamant Nol came from hosts of other women, led by 
Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt, Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt (who earlier did 
much to put over the Suffrage Amendment), and many heads of women's 
clubs and church organizations. They pointed out that a sweeping 
amendment, while wiping out laws obnoxious to women, would also wipe out 
much hard-won protective legislation for women workers, and many family 
and social laws which are eminently desirable.^ Whether or not the 
A. Scheinfield, "How Equal are Women?" Collier's (September, 
18, 1943), p. 15. 
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Equal Rights Amendment is all correct or all wrong is not the problem 
of this thesis. However, if it were to be accepted as it was origi¬ 
nally proposed it would most assuredly throw into jeopardy laws re¬ 
garding sexual offenses, the rights of widows to social-security 
benefits, and other statutes which are outgrowths of our pattern of 
social and family life. 
To be specific regarding the claims of widows and the law 
here again much needs to be done in improvement and clarification and 
making more uniform all such statues. An example of such a need is 
evident in the following statement from Chester Vernier: 
The most pronounced reaction of the writer after hav¬ 
ing examined the statutes concerning the dower interests 
of a widow was a feeling of disgust for the slipshod 
methods of lawmakers The statutes «refilled with 
ancient matter which, coupled with piecemeal innovations, 
forms an inconsistent, ambiguous hodgepodge. In no 
field is there more evidence of haphazard, fragmentary 
legislation; and, in most jurisdictions, no field is more 
deserving of a complete renovation. 
It is sufficient to say that the desirable remedy 
is the complete abolition of dower and courtesy and the sub¬ 
stitution of a new system free of dower and courtesy formu¬ 
lae and dogma. A few states have already done this. In 
many more the tendency is in that direction. 
The desirable remedy, found in a few jurisdictions, 
is the complete abolition of dower and the adoption of a 
new system free of dower formula and dogma. Such a sys¬ 
tem should recognize three general principles; first, a 
husband and wife should be treated alike; second, the 
survivor's share should attach to both real and personal 
property of the deceased spouse; and third, the legitimate 
rights of creditors should not be disregarded. New York 
State has set an excellent example of initiating such acts 
in 1930.1 
One important factor and certainly one in favor of widows is the 
existence in all states of lowers covering the protection of the widow im- 
^Chester G. Vernier, American Family Laws.(Stanford. 193S), (Sup¬ 
plement), Volume III, Section 188, p. 346. 
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mediately following the loss of the breadwinner. This law provided 
a stun of money (the amount differing according to State) to be 
drawn from the savings or against the estate of the deceased which 
will care for the widow, in the manner to which she is accustomed, 
until all legal transactions are consummated.^ Of course, if there 
is no estate or savings, the case reverts to the dependent type dis¬ 
cussed in previous pages. 
6. Remarriage 
The ability to select again a mate and attempt to mend and 
forget old associations bears a direct correlation with the widows 
successful efforts at remarriage. 
According to Spiegelman, the chances of a widow's remarriage 
depends upon three factors. First of these is the duration of widow- 
2 
hood. The American Remarriage Table shows the remarriage rate to 
be greatest in the second year of widowhood, after which it decreases 
until the sixth year; the rate of this and later years in the table 
being assumed to depend on age only. 





ANNUAL REMARRIAGE RATES PER ONE THOUSAND WIDOWS AND * 





Widows and b 
Divorced Females 
15 and over 40.1 14.4 
15-19    92.0 
20-24 182.1 197.4 
25-34 177.2 96.1 
35-44 105.9 45.2 
45-54 53.9 14.8 
55-64 26.8 5.6 
65 and over 6.5 .7 
®Number of widowers, 2,262; of divorced males, 1,071. 
^Number of widows, 1,542; of divorced females, 1,289. 
* 
Mortimer Spiegelman, "The Broken Family," The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science. Volume 188, (November, 
1936), p. 123. 
The second important factor in its effects upon the chances of 
remarriage of a widow is the number of her children.^ There has been 
observed a slight tendency for the remarriage rate to vary inversely 
with the number of children. 
Thirdly, where the widow is in receipt of a pension terminating 
2 
with her remarriage she may hesitate to give up her benefit. 
It may be noted that the conditions for remarriage are somewhat 
different for the two sexes. The rate of remarriage after age 25 is 
much greater among widowers and divorced males than among widows and 




male head of a broken family finds for a homemaker; for the female, 
it has been noted that dependent children appear to be a handicap to 
remarriage; thus the presence of children tends to have opposite ef¬ 
fects for the two sexes. 
Waller has stated what might be considered a fourth diffi¬ 
culty. He feels that there is a tendency for the widow to so idealize 
the departed husband that no replacement is possible.’*' This tendency 
has been found, if at all, very slight in the case of widowers. 
7. War and the Widow 
There are numerous types of negative controls of the family 
and family life. War combines many of these negative factors, first, 
by introducing new factors and situations, and secondly, by neutral¬ 
izing or suspending established controls. The entrance of women into 
wage-earning occupations was speeded up by the second world war. Men 
in great numbers departed for military service. Their places in in¬ 
dustry were left open. Not only did their peacetime occupation need 
to be taken up by women, but additional goods, which were to be used 
not for further production but for destruction, had to be provided. 
With the ending of the war these millions of men return to take up their 
peacetime work. The demand for goods decreases, and we have two sets 
of workers, the women who are equipped and have carried on and the men 
who have lost their momentum but demand a place in the industrial order 
again. 
-Dillard Waller, The Family, (New York, 1938), p. 513 
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The sudden increase in the number of orphans, or near orphans, 
those with only one parent and that one usually the mother, the 
father having been killed during the war,is another outcome of the 
spoils of battle. Not only are children robbed of their parents in 
those cases where the fathers die on the battlefield and. their mothers 
succumb to worry and disease, but also their mortality rate, especially 
that of the younger ones, increases; the older children, and the infants 
who survive, may carry the mark of their experience in their lessened 
physical vitality, while an attack is made upon their welfare from an¬ 
other direction by the removal or ignoring of laws regarding child 
labor. 
8. Conclusions 
If the purpose of the family is to reproduce itself, protect 
and care for its offspring and provide mutual understanding and help¬ 
fulness,then it is obvious that all three functions are cut off upon 
death of a father. During war many families feel the shock of bereave¬ 
ment due to the loss in line of duty of a son, husband, or father. In 
peacetime all families, including those highly organized, eventually 
break up with the departure of children from home and the death of 
members. In wartime this type of family dissolution is accentuated. 
The death or disablement of a son or a father disturbs the inner famil¬ 
ial relationships and in many cases results in the complete breakup of 
the family. So sudden has been the destruction of men on the battle¬ 
field that social agencies have found it difficult to alleviate much of 
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the present disorganization. Thus one might well agree with Burgess 
and Locke that the net result of total war, at least for the time 
being, is an increase in family disorganization,1 and most assuredly 
a great increase in widowhood and its varied and difficult problems. 
Means must be sought by which adequate funds may be brought 
into the home to provide for the dependents and at the same time help 
them to maintain their feeling of security and independence. 
Although was has acted on the one hand to increase the num¬ 
ber of widows in the population, it has reacted on the other hand to 
enhance the position of women in society. Her emancipation is even 
greater now with respect to World War II than it was to World War I. 
The long sought goal of equality in the courts has been speeded up with 
the entrance of women in the armed services, in higher legal positions 
in the state and country and in showing her ability and adaptability 
in working side by side in once so-called "men's jobs," joining the 
unions and having a voice in the vote and last, but not least, in learn¬ 
ing that her sole place is only in the home if she wishes it. 
Yet, with the increase in equalization of men and women and the 
independence and self sufficiency of women the great majority of widows 
are still without adequate social and economic resources. 
More adequate institutions must be established and managed by 
trained and competent help to take care of depressed cases of widows or 
those unbalanced by shock so that every chance will be given them to re¬ 
turn to normalcy. Children's homes should be run so that a child inmate 
will develop as normally as possible. Socially constructive measures 
Ernest W. Burgess and Harvey J. Locke. The Family, (New York, 
1945), p. 692. 
68 
should be enacted regarding the inheritance rights of widows and 
their children. These measures should also protect widows and their 
families from charlatan lawyers and preying relatives. 
Numerous aspects of social planning are involved in provid¬ 
ing remedies for the adverse situations attending widowhood. 
The leaders of industry must be taught to understand that 
women must be allowed to work at jobs for which they are skilled in 
peace time as well as in war time. They must also realize that for 
equal work women, must receive equal pay. Science must continue to 
advance so that the hazards of industry will be reduced to a minimum 
and the toll required by uncontrolled disease will be met in the 
laboratory and conquered. 
Last,but perhaps more important, is the urgent need for social 
workers to bring intelligent understanding to bear upon the less 
tangible, but more intimate, and complex problems of the fatherless 
family. The individual needs intimate, friendly, sympathetic associa¬ 
tion of persons who are concerned with the routine little things of her 
life as well as the occasional more important things. The individual 
needs the sympathetic understanding of persons who care for her and 
love her and take a responsible interest in her. Social agencies must 
prepare themselves to care for and provide the social values to a 
broken home urging it to restore the balance and adequacy necessary for 
growth and normal development. 
As is suggested above^ much remedial work needs to be done to 
right an existing wrong. On the other hand, the refusal of leaders to 
think out the question of family maintenance, more thoroughly has re- 
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suited in many injustices which have been heaped upon the heads of 
widows in modem times. The contrast between the actual treatment 
of widows as it is and as it ought to be, in accordance with the prin¬ 
ciple in which we believe ourselves to believe, because we have been 
brought up in them, is a most striking instance of discrepancy between 
theory and practice. The social scientist and the physical 
scientist must take each into his confidence, speeding the one, slowing 
down the other so that healthy growth, mutual aid, tolerance and ac¬ 
cepted understanding will not only be an ideal, but an accomplishment. 
The great problem of the present is how to replace the diminishing 
powers of the familial institution and insert in its place a satisfy¬ 
ing life for all individuals. 
And within that problem, perhaps in the final analysis, we 
find that though we may make adequate provisions for the economic ad¬ 
justments of the widow and her children and initiate institutions and 
agencies that will protect the widow from the social exploitations of 
our society, we have no program for meeting what is perhaps the greatest 
loss incurred by widowhood - the loss of companionship. The social 
functions of marriage and family have to some extent been met when a 
couple have begot and reared their young, given them the domestic setting 
for training, and provided a measure of economic security. During 
that period the husband and the wife have been able to regulate and 
satisfy their sex lives and have provided companionship for each other. 
Widowhood destroys continuity of these latter relationships and renders 
the individual insecure and at loose ends, with herself and society. 
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The resultant challenge seems obvious? How can society aid in re¬ 
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